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1. Purpose of The Study
This study aims to examine upper secondary vocational education and 
training(VET) systems in Northern European countries(Denmark, Finland, 
Norway and Sweden). The followings are the research questions of this study. 
First, what are the core values that Northern European education systems are 
based on, and what policies have these countries framed for emboding the core 
values? Second, how have apprenticeship-based VET models been constructed, 
and what are institutional measures for supporting the model? Third, what policy 
implications do their systems offer for Korean upper secondary VET? 
2. Overview of Northern European Countries  
To understand the context of Northern European VET, the social, cultural and 
economic features of these countries were considered in this study. The main 
features are as follows.
First, Northern European countries are small but strong. Despite the small 
population and economic sizes, these countries have achieved high economic 
growth and comprehensive welfare systems. Second, Social democratic tradition 
has prevailed in these countries. Accepting basic principles of free market 
economy, these countries have pursued the ideal of Socialism that takes equality 
as a priority value and have tried to realize it in the democratic and legal mode. 
Third, these countries have constructed welfare systems. Fourth, these countries 
have developed social corporatism. The important social groups, labor, capital 
and the state, have systematically taken an active part in main policies making 
process.  
To take an objective view on features of the education system in Northern 
European countries, this study compared these countries with other OECD 
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countries. In these countries, 77.6-81.1 percent of adult population completed 
upper secondary education, which is above OECD average. In addition, the 
ratios of expenditure on education compared to GDP are above OECD average, 
and the ratios of public expenditure on education are top of the league. The 
result of OECD Programme for the International Students Assessment(PISA) 
shows that only Finland is top of the league. However the result of International 
Adult Literacy Survey(IALS) shows that all of Northern European countries 
have the highest level of it. Furthermore relatively high are the proportion of a 
youth participating in VET in these countries: Denmark, 47.8; Finland, 65.4%; 
Norway, 60% and Sweden, 54.2%. 
3. Main Features of VET in Northern Europe
The main features of VET in Northern Europe are the followings: 
First, in these countries, the state entirely finances VET courses. Under social 
democratic tradition, focusing on equality, these countries have aimed to realize 
equal access to education and training. Second, local authorities own upper 
secondary VET institutions, being autonomous in terms of governing them to a 
great extent. However, the Government has considerable influences on VET. 
The Government sets out the overall framework for national level curriculum 
and quality assurance, and the local authorities are in charge of implementing 
education and training. It is essential that local VET providers be autonomous in 
terms of adapting VET to local needs and demands.
Third, in these countries, social partners plays a central role at all the levels 
of VET, consequently their VET corresponds closely with labor market skills 
demands. In addition, there are a variety of committees, from the national 
advisory councils on VET to the local training committees, and the roles of 
social partners are regulated by a number of acts. Trade-specific and programme 
committees, consisting of representatives from both sides of industry, have a 
dominant position in formation of curricular, performing a central role in the 
development of new VET courses and renewal of established VET courses, in 
order to match technological changes in the labor market. The committees are 
responsible for deciding purpose, period, content and requirement for the VET 
courses, and issuing certificate of qualification. In these countries, the mutual 
trust and close cooperation among the Tripartite actors(labor, capital and the 
state) have involved in making VET more adaptable to the continuous labor 
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market changes, and maintain quality of VET courses. 
Forth, at the upper secondary level, all of these countries have emphasized 
the importance of practical training within VET courses. However, places and 
periods for practical training vary in these countries. For example, Denmark and 
Norway take the apprenticeship training at enterprise as basic practice 
programme, while in Finland and Sweden, school-based practice is considered as 
the main programme. In Denmark, a majority of students participating in VET 
courses, choose apprenticeship training. in Norway, about 23 percent of 
vocational students and in Finland, 16.7 percent of them participate in 
apprenticeship programme. In Sweden, school-based practice has prevailed. In 
recent years, however, the Swedish government has tried to introduce 
apprenticeship training programme. 
Fifth, these countries have formulated quality assurance system. High drop-out 
rate in the upper secondary VET has generated a lot of controversy, yet 
imposing strict requirements for graduate qualification, according to the standard, 
is one of the factors which caused high drop-out rate. The Northern European 
countries have similar quality assurance systems. Such a quality assurance 
system of VET is applied to individual level as well as institution and 
national-level. 
Sixth, flexible vocational education system enables students to have a wide 
variety of choices in these countries. For example, in Denmark, each student 
establishes a “personal educational plan", based on his personal assessment of 
prior learning, and according to the plan, education programme is provided to 
each student. That is, in Denmark, the flexible and modulized VET system is 
constructed which enable each student to adjust the pace and content of learning 
based on his competency and level of his prior learning. The Norwegian 
Education Act also states the individual's right of receiving education according 
to their competencies and aptitudes. The emphasis on the individually-focused 
education is compatible with the view that the students who may struggle and 
lack motivation should be paid more attentions. 
Seventh, in addition, within VET system in Northern European countries, 
individual education institution has closely linked to each other so that it 
enables all students to transfer between learning pathways under a certain 
condition. Denmark, Finland and Norway have similar flexible systems.   
Eighth, the Northern European countries have strict quality assurance system 
and flexible education system so that they enable students who fail in meeting 
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the standard quality requirement to have second-chances, as well as alternative 
pathways. These alternative programmes are provided with no charge within the 
public education system.
Ninth, relatively high are the proportion of a youth participating in upper 
secondary VET in these countries- Denmark: 47.8, Finland: 65.4%, Norway: 
60% and Sweden: 54.2%. This is the result of not only the socio-cultural 
tradition of respect for a journeyman but also the strong policy implement. In 
these countries, every person has opportunities for continuing education within 
the lifelong education framework. Besides, the industrial sector, the demander of 
VET, has made the effort to create a skills-focused custom in recruitment, wage 
level, promotion and so on. That is why, on the whole, in these countries, the 
VET participation rates have been increased or kept status quo, while in other 
OECD countries, the rates have been decreased. 
Tenth, in the Northern European countries, an active and comprehensive 
career education has been implemented in the integrated way, across all 
subjects. Besides, the work experience programmes are provided to a majority 
of students.
Finally, these countries have reformed their education system in line with “the 
European Qualifications Framework", and have implemented the European 
Credit Transfer System for VET (ECTS) and international degree system. These 
trends have entailed emphasis on basic competency, English and the second 
foreign language. In addition, these countries have participated in the Leonardo 
da Vinci programme which enables VET organizations to work with European 
partners and exchange best practices.   
4. Policy Implications
Korea and Northern European countries have developed distinctly different 
systems, therefore it may be more difficult to extract some policy implications 
from Northern Europe case which can be applied directly to Korean VET 
system. However, in relation to improving coherence between the VET 
programmes and labor market skills demands, the Northern European case 
brings some policy implications, as follows.
First, there is a need to expand the responsibility of the government for VET. 
That is, it is needed for the government to increase gradually financial support 
for VET and make the VET tracks more attractive, as well as to introduce a 
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rigid quality assurance system. 
Second, there is a need for constructing partnership between the government 
and the industry. To stimulate the industrial sector to participate in VET, the 
government, the industry, local authorities and enterprises should come up with 
measures at all the levels. 
Third, there is a need to improve the linkage between the VET programmes 
and labor market skills demands. To promote workplace training with VET 
system, the role of stakeholder- the government, the industry and education 
institutions- should be stated by acts and controled strictly. In addition, the 
government should offer incentive (e.g. financial incentive) for enterprises and 
trainees participating in workplace training.
Fourth, it is needed to expand the autonomy of local authorities and active 
support of the government. In other words, the government should empower 
local authorities to administrate VET,  at the same time, it should set out 
overall framework and offer financial support programmes.
Fifth, there is a need for strengthening quality assurance system. It is 
necessary to set out National Skills Standard, led by the industrial sector and 
reflect the Standards in VET programmes and qualification system. The graduate 
qualification also should be tighten up. 
Sixth, it is necessary to provide a variety of experience-focused alternative 
education programmes for the student who lack basic competency.
Seventh, flexible education system should be constructed, in order to offer 
students many pathways. 
The flexible system enables student to have many chances to participate in a 
variety programmes and substantial options. 
Eighth, it is necessary for the industrial sector, the demander of VET, to 
make the effort to create a skills-focused employment custom. 
